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ABSTRACT 
 
In light of the cyber-activist simulated incidences dubbed Occupy Wall Street in New York 
City, New York, USA and the mirrored Occupy JSE movement in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, the internet and its social media networking sites have been instrumental in 
facilitating both the dissemination of information as well as facilitating a mediated 
environment for activists to coordinate online and offline protest action. This research 
examines the extent to which activists for social change have used social media sites such as 
Facebook, YouTube, web blogs and other online forums to garner support for their cause as 
well as generate social mobilization by creating awareness of the economic disparities in their 
respective societies. Established theories of social presence have been used to explain the 
relevance and role of social media tools in instigating social mobilization whether online or 
offline. This discussion focuses on the Occupation Movements staged in various countries 
globally and to what extent social media played in facilitating social change.  It is important 
to note that the video footage and other social media data under analysis is specifically that 
which was uploaded onto YouTube and the subsequent URL links posted on Facebook. By 
scrutinizing these videos and calls for action as well as the comments posted by the 
international online community, this research elucidates the ‘trickling down effect’ of this 
type of cyber-activism on the behavioural patterns of contemporary South African society, 
and further argues that this process is indicative in the resultant Occupy JSE movement.  
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ABSTRACT 
 
In light of the cyber-activist simulated incidences dubbed Occupy Wall Street in New York 
City, New York, USA and the mirrored Occupy JSE movement in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, the internet and its social media networking sites have been instrumental in 
facilitating both the dissemination of information as well as facilitating a mediated 
environment for activists to coordinate online and offline protest action. This research will 
examine the extent to which activists for social change used social media sites such as 
Facebook, YouTube, web blogs and other online forums to garner support for their cause as 
well as generate social mobilization by creating awareness of the economic disparities in their 
respective societies. Established theories of social presence have been used to explain the 
relevance and role of social media tools in instigating social mobilization whether online or 
offline. This discussion will focus on the Occupation Movements staged in various countries 
globally and to what extent social media played in facilitating social change.  It is important 
to note that the video footage and other social media data under analysis is specifically that 
which was uploaded onto YouTube and the subsequent URL links posted on Facebook. By 
scrutinizing these videos and calls for action as well as the comments posted by the 
international online community, this research aims to elucidate the ‘trickling down effect’ of 
this type of cyber-activism on the behavioural patterns of contemporary South African 
society, and will further argue that this process is indicated in the resultant Occupy JSE 
movement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
INTRODUCTION 
 
Through technological advances of the internet social media networking sites have paved a 
new way of communication as a way of alternative press. Information and other material or 
content is now readily available to the masses and is increasingly promoted as freely 
accessible by mediators for change. Social networking sites such as Facebook and YouTube 
are being used by online internet users and social activists as vehicles for change, to instigate 
action as well as to inform and educate. Previously these internet tools had been considered 
purely as socializing platforms, where people interacted with each other on a social basis, 
sharing personal photographs, video footage and comments with each other. However these 
social networking sites are recently being used as sources of information and their relevance 
in social activism, more specifically cyber-activism manifesting into offline protest action is 
becoming more relevant in contemporary society. This view of how social media is becoming 
more relevant to political activism has been summed up by Egyptian Google Executive Wael 
Ghonim who stated, “If you want to liberate a society, just give them the Internet.” 
(Hofheinz, A. 2011). This sentiment offers rationale as to how the internet played a role in 
the Occupation Movements that have been staged across the globe which initially called for 
support in engendering social change with regards to how the political elite exuded power 
over the economy of countries worldwide. This research paper therefore intends to 
investigate the creation of social awareness and subsequent protest mobilization through the 
use of internet technology as a means of advocacy through a mediated unseen or unidentified 
force.  
 This mediated agency created by individuals with the same mind set or intentions has 
been shaped by using internet technology to garner further support and interaction through 
the idea that they, the agents for change, have presented themselves to the online community 
as a united front, although mostly anonymous, in a mediated environment thus encouraging 
  
people to be involved in the Occupation Movement. “The concept of agency, defined as the 
state of being in action or of exerting power, is central to the issue of the volitional or 
intentional force that drives the actions of an entity.” “It is thus likely that agency will 
influence the user’s sense of access to another mind.” (Biocca, F & Nowak, K. 2001). 
Chapter one of this treatise investigates the pitfalls and strengths of social media in 
engendering awareness of social injustice and instigating protest action.  
In the subsequent research on this subject matter various theories of presence and 
human interaction in the context of creating awareness and influencing behaviour of others 
are outlined and relevant in the analysing of the data and content collected. Kristine Nowak 
and Frank Biocca sum up this idea of in their research by stating that “People have reported 
feeling some level of presence in almost all mediated environments [...] and have even 
responded socially to both human and nonhuman others as well as to the computer interfaces 
themselves [...]” (Biocca, F & Nowak, K. 2001). Imperative in the understanding of this 
notion of presence of others through mediated environments such as social media sites one 
needs to consider the original works by Erving Goffman and his terming of copresence which 
is, “copresence renders persons uniquely accessible, available, and subject to one another” 
(Goffman, E. 1963). However, as pointed out by Biocca and Nowak, “[q]uestions have been 
raised about how these appearances and behaviours influence peoples’ levels of telepresence 
or immersion [...] copresence, or connection with another human [...], and social presence, or 
perception of a medium’s ability to connect people. (Biocca, F & Nowak, K. 2001). 
Furthering this notion of presence or copresence and the influence this theory has on other 
behaviour it is integral to consider social presence theory which states that, “the degree of 
salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal 
relationships” (Short, W. Et al. 1976). Thus the acknowledgement and the relevancy of the 
other through a mediated environment such as social media is entrenched in the notion that 
  
for one interactent to be noticed, another needs to acknowledge them first. The term 
copresence originated in the work of Goffman (1963), who explained that copresence existed 
when people reported that they were actively perceiving others and felt that others were 
actively perceiving them. Further, in its true meaning, “Copresence in this sense solely refers 
to a psychological connection to and with another person.” (Biocca, F & Nowak, K. 2001). 
Chapter two of this treatise identifies these relevant theories and applies them to the idea that 
social media sites such as Facebook, YouTube and other networking tools do present a level 
of power through the use of an omnipresent ideology. However, it is imperative to note that 
social media did not cause the Occupation Movements of the 2011, but rather played a crucial 
progressive role by harnessing the power of social media over people’s perceptions and 
behaviours.  
 Chapter three of this treatise will identify the role of social media in 
instigating the cyber activist occupation movement and will identify the research method and 
research design implemented by the researcher. The topic of social media engendering cyber 
activism and the offline manifestation of such favours a content analysis approach, this 
research technique aims “to achieve an objective, systematic and quantitative description of 
the manifest content of communications.” (Mattelart, A &Mattelart, M. 1998). This chapter 
will further illustrate the aims and objectives of this study and detail the sources of the data 
collected and any ethical considerations taken into account. 
Chapter four will then examine the data collected and will explore the role social 
media, namely Facebook, YouTube internet user blogs and user commentary in creating the 
awareness of the Occupation Movement initiated by Canadian anti-consumerist magazine 
Abduster and propelled into a cyber-activist movement through the involvement of internet 
hacktivist group Anonymous ultimately manifesting into a offline protest first staged in New 
York City and the mirrored demonstration in South Africa, Occupy JSE. This chapter will 
  
first look at the original call for support and internet user commentary of such before 
examining the role of Anonymous in the initiation of firstly the cyber threats on Wall Street 
and then the subsequent video posting on YouTube calling for unity and support in the 
physical manifestation of the occupation movement which became an offline protest. 
Secondly, chapter four will further investigate to what degree social media influenced 
citizens of other countries to stage their own Occupy protests in their respective countries 
with specific reference to the Occupy JSE movement in South Africa. This discussion with 
deal specifically with how omnipresent anthropomorphic groups initiated the call for action 
which was subsequently taken up by many citizens from different countries and how those 
involved in the occupation movement used social media and other internet tools to garner 
support and share information, photographs and video footage of the events that took place in 
September and October 2011. 
Finally Chapter 5 will then place the use of social media in the Occupation Movement 
example within a wider context of the role that the internet as a medium to instigate social 
cohesion and unity in the hopes of instilling the ideology of social change and economic 
emancipation. The discussion will then conclude by looking at how social media played a 
role in instigating the protest action and evaluate the influence social media has on a person 
perceptions and behaviours. 
   
   
 
 
 
 
 
  
CHAPTER ONE: 
The pitfalls and strengths of social media in engendering awareness of social injustice 
and instigating protest action. 
 
This research intends to scrutinise the permeating effect of representations of news events in 
social media and the extent to which these may modify societal behaviour in contemporary 
South Africa. The study will take its point of departure as an interpretive content analysis of a 
specific event; namely the cyber-activist stimulated incident dubbed Occupy Wall Street in 
New York City, New York, USA and attempt to extend a similar analysis to the Occupy JSE 
movement in Johannesburg, South Africa.  
In order to do so, this research will identify and examine major electronic 
dissemination tools Facebook and YouTube in order to show their function as facilitators of 
social change, on a national, as well as global, scale. It is important to note that the video 
footage and other social media data under analysis is specifically that which was broadcast on 
national and international broadcast news agencies, later uploaded onto YouTube and the 
subsequent URL links posted on Facebook. By scrutinizing these representations, as well as 
the comments posted by the international online community, this research aims to elucidate 
the ‘trickling down effect’ of this type of cyber-activism on the behavioural patterns of 
contemporary South African society, and will further argue that this process is indicated in 
the resultant Occupy JSE movement. As King (1999) suggests, if people begin to interpret 
their social relations differently, they will begin to engage in new social practices (1999). 
Gimenez (1999) confirms this idea by stating that, “[g]iven the assumption that social reality 
is nothing but people, ‘the myriad’ of past and present interpretations and social interactions, 
it logically follows that large scale, qualitative social change (e.g., the change from feudalism 
to capitalism) could happen.” 
  
On July 13, 2011 Canadian-based anti-consumerist magazine Adbuster posted the hashtag 
“#OccupyWallStreet” on social networking site Twitter, in order to create online awareness 
of the growing financial inequalities in the United States of America, an arguably 
fundamentalist neoliberal capitalist society. Senior Editor for the magazine, Micah White, 
suggested the protest via email lists; subsequently, the idea “was spontaneously taken up by 
all the people of the world” (Flemming, A. 2011). This online awareness evolved into 
physical offline protest action on 17 September 2011, when a group of leaderless people 
converged in Zuccotti Park in the New York City financial district, Wall Street, for the non-
violent demonstration. Within two days a Facebook Page for the peaceful protest action was 
set up and by mid-October 2011, 125 Facebook pages were created world-wide relating to 
the Occupy Wall Street movement (Brisbane Times, 2011). An internet group, Anonymous, 
began to encourage its readers to partake in the protest, and will be discussed in greater detail 
later.  In addition, the online community began to upload and post numerous video links of 
footage from the protest, which had been broadcast on international television stations. This 
led to the mass dissemination of the footage, most notably through YouTube and Facebook.  
The peaceful demonstration was widely covered by the broadcast media and footage 
of the protest was aired extensively across the globe. Mega-media houses such as CNN, BBC 
and Sky News ran lengthy coverage of the protests. In South Africa, local television stations, 
public broadcaster SABC and privately owned eTV included these visuals in their news 
bulletins. The latter ran the story extensively on their 24 hours news channel The eNews 
Channel (now referred to as eNCA or eNews Channel Africa), an ironic medium, as it is 
available exclusively on the paid-for satellite broadcast service DStv, and thus remains 
inaccessible to the global masses for whom the protest action and peaceful demonstration was 
originally intended.  
 
  
With this in mind, it is thus argued that the original protest action in New York City, which 
garnered such extensive media coverage, both televised and then subsequently posted on 
internet sites Facebook and YouTube, resulted in the many other protests which were soon 
organized world-wide. As the protest action continued abroad, South Africans were 
inundated with visuals of the demonstrations which had, by early October 2011, manifested 
globally, starting in New Zealand and moving to major international cities including London 
and Rome. By mid-October 2011 South Africans were mobilized to devise a local version of 
the Occupy Wall Street phenomenon, the Facebook page Occupy South Africa - Operation 
uBuntu, was set up, using YouTube links to showcase footage of the protest action taking 
place abroad. Consequently, online members were encouraged to comment upon, and take 
part in, the online and offline demonstration. South Africans were encouraged to sign up on 
the Facebook page, which defined itself as follows: 
 
Operation UBuntu is a leaderless resistance movement with people of many 
colours, genders, sexual orientations, religious and spiritual beliefs and political 
persuasions. The one thing we all have in common is that We Are The 99% that 
will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of the 1% [...] it is up to us as 
ONE (Vick, C. 2011). 
  
 
At 8am on the 15th of October 2011 the offline manifestation of Occupy JSE commenced. 
Attended by only a small number of demonstrators, occupation of the JSE offices in Sandton, 
Johannesburg was underway. News teams were present and filmed the small number of 
protestors, broadcasting the footage later that day and in days that followed. Visuals of the 
international and local protest action were subsequently posted on social media websites 
Facebook and YouTube, which included commentary of the coverage through these social 
media networks. This study will examine to what extent the online activist ideology of 
  
Occupy Wall Street influenced the ensuing creation of Occupy JSE, and its resultant physical 
manifestation.  
These paralleled events took place over a period of a month in September/October 
2011, and included the Occupy JSE movement under examination. The original event, 
Occupy Wall Street, and its South African equivalent, Occupy JSE (as well as similar events 
occurring in other countries) may be said to have originated from the same issues of “social 
and economic inequality, greed, corruption and the undue influence of corporations on 
government—particularly from the financial services sector” (Niemman, B. 2011), indicative 
of a neoliberal capitalistic socio-economic structure. Neoliberal theory suggests that the 
capitalistic economic systems, pertinent in South Africa and most contemporary westernized 
societies, has created a sense of centralized power. Neo-liberalism or, more specifically, 
market liberal theory suggests that capitalism is the fundamental principle to which Kotz 
(2000) suggests is, “[t]he stability and survival of the capitalist system depend[ent] on its 
ability to bring vigorous capital accumulation, where the latter process is understood to 
include not just economic expansion but also technological progress” (Kotz, D. 2000).  It 
may thus be argued that this form of ‘vigorous capital accumulation’ may deprive the 
majority of citizens working in the lower wage class of a country of basic living standards, by 
means of intensify[ing] class conflict” (Kotz, D. 2000). Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
(1883) specifically elucidate class structure by suggesting that,  
[t]he history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggles. 
Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and 
journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition 
to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight 
that each time ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution of society at 
large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes (Marx & Engels, 1883). 
 
This suggests that throughout history, class distinction in any society has been at the furore of 
  
most politico-economic and socio-cultural agendas and unrest. Specifically applied to the 
South African context, this class distinction has been the prominent issue in contemporary 
South African society. This assumption is most evident in the South African context and its 
history when considering the Apartheid Regime which dominated South African socio-
political discourse for over 30 years. Although social constraints are only other people, not 
structures, Gimenez (1999) asserts that “a heuristic concept of structure can be usefully 
maintained because individual practices must be placed in a social and historical context” 
(Gimenez, M. 1999). 
Even after South Africa became a democratic country with a Constitution which 
specifies an array of Human Rights there is still political, economic and social discontent and 
unrest due to the constant clashing of what Marx and Engles (1883) term as the different 
classes, “[d]istinct classes [...] yielded by the infinite fragmentation of interest [sic] and rank 
into which the division of social labor splits laborers as well as capitalists and landlords” 
(Marx & Engels, 1883). These ‘distinct classes’ suggested by Marx and Engels may be 
argued to be evidenced in the protest action locally and abroad; the online and offline 
activists coined slogans such as ‘We are the 99%’, which set them in direct opposition to the 
1% which Niemman argues to be the oppressive forces governing all aspects of socio-
economic structures within a given society. Marx and Engels (1883) reiterate this sentiment 
with due consideration of class distinction. These inherent ‘structures’ of class distinction are 
ramified by Gimenez. 
human beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that those things 
have for them [...] the meaning of such things is derived from or arises out of 
the social interaction that one has with one's fellows [...] these meanings are 
handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the person in 
dealing with the things he encounters (Blumer, 1969, cited in King 1999).  
 
Reiterating Kotz’s sentiments on technological progress, it will be argued that technological 
advances in the sphere of social media have facilitated a further unifying effect within the 
  
psyche of these activists in instigating protest action. Palczewski (2001) suggests that 
“[s]ocial movements seek to convince the dominant social order to change […] and to 
validate group members’ sense of identity and worth” (Palczewski, C. 2001). From this 
departure point, it may be argued that the online members of the global community felt a 
sense of affirmation in their actions, thus urging them, and others, to stage their own protests 
in hope of facilitating similar socio-economic change within their own societies. 
South African society at this time was arguably suffering from the same “social and 
economic inequality, greed [and] corruption” as its American counter-part (Niemman, B. 
2011). It may be suggested that in South Africa, the corruption, inequality and greed is much 
more apparent, and it will thus be argued that this state of affairs resulted in the popularity 
(although a lesser amount of protestors in the demonstrations of its American counterpart)   
of Occupy South Africa - Operation uBuntu, which went viral by early October 2011. This 
research will seek to prove that the idea of protest action was initiated by a similar set of 
oppressive socio-economic forces, fundamental issues pertaining to a neoliberal capitalistic 
economy as prevalent in South African society. Further to this, it may be argued that it is the 
struggle for transformation in post-apartheid South Africa that has led to the discontent of the 
perceptually marginalized few and their plight against the politico-economic structures within 
the national government. Vishwas Satgar in an online interview on the website The Real 
News suggests that “[T]he ANC, in this context [...] has [...] manag[ed] a neo-liberalized 
economy over the past 18 years, [which] has deepened these inequalities” (Satgar, V.  2012). 
Satgar suggests further that, “the ANC, […] has embraced a neoliberal economic model, has 
opened up this economy, liberalized, and so on. And the most they can show for it in terms of 
delivery is a social grant system [...] mainly targeting the old-age and children” (Satgar, V. 
2012). Thus, with the neoliberal politico-economic structures pertinent in South Africa and 
America, the aim of this research is to illustrate that the perceived online success of Occupy 
  
Wall Street encouraged perceptually marginalized South African citizens to stage the 
localized version of Occupy Wall Street. Gimenez (1999) asserts that this agreement "flows 
from the expectations, material and political positions of other people to whom we are 
bound" (Gimenez, M. 1999).  
Later in this research, an analysis will be done on the effect that the visuals and online 
commentary of Occupy Wall Street had on ordinary South African citizens, who witnessed 
the event through the use of social media, specifically Facebook and YouTube. This will be 
done through a content analysis of various themes presented in online members’ commentary 
on these social media platforms, before and during the protest action. This research will 
further evaluate the relevance of structure over agency. According to Martha Gimenez from 
the University of Colorado, “structure and agency are mutually constitutive but 
fundamentally unequal, despite claims to the contrary, because structures are virtual and 
become real only when instantiated by agency” (Gimenez, M. 1999). Therefore, by detailing 
the effects of technological advances by means of the internet this research will examine how 
those who participated in the protest actions created a structure within a society, by being 
‘agents’ for socio-economic equality, particularly within the online community. Gimenez 
however, later claims that, “[c]ollectivists, on the other hand, fearful of the ‘sin’ of 
reification, have no ontological concept of structure.” She further suggests that, “critical of 
the limitations of methodological individualism, collectivists downplay the role of agency, 
emphasizing the explanatory role of structural factors independent from individuals' 
consciousness” (Gimenez, M. 1999). 
Various theories and academic literature are pertinent to the issues at hand. However, 
to fully understand the influence of social media on individual perceptions and how these 
perceptions influence group behaviours, one firsts needs to determine the validity of 
‘structure’ over ‘agency’. Here it is relevant to speculate that the members within an online 
  
community are in fact ‘actors’ or ‘agents’ for social change. It may be suggested that, “actors 
are knowledgeable agents with a capacity to reflect and act in ways other than those 
prescribed by taken-for-granted social rules and technological artifacts […]” (Garuad, R, et 
al. 2007).   Therefore, one may come to see agency as “the temporal-relational contexts of 
action.” (Emirbayer, M & Mische, A. 1998).  Furthermore, it may be stipulated that agency, 
“through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms 
[..] structures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situations” 
(Emirbayer, M & Mische, A. 1998). This interplay is clearly observed in the historical 
situations under examination; Occupy Wall Street and Occupy JSE. The link between 
structure and agency is specifically prominent in these events, both of which took place 
within unstable economic climates. This instability made the opportunity for action relevant 
in each society. This sentiment is expressed by Gimenez (1999) who states that 
 
[a]s material conditions change, new opportunities open up for human 
development and individuals develop new needs and powers irreducible to the 
structures within which they were born. In turn, this is possible because of the 
effect of the emergent properties of existing structures whose effects cannot be 
predicted because they are irreducible to the individuals whose lives they affect 
(Gimenez, M. 1999). 
 
This practical influence of social media within society, as eluded to above, may be further 
explored through Media Effects Theory and Social Presence Theory, which suggest that the 
process of online communication poses that communication is no longer static or passive. 
Rather, members of the global community are actively engaged in the usage of various 
communication tools to facilitate the dissemination of information through advanced 
technology. As such, the sphere of media has become more transient; information from the 
media is now available to a broader community, namely the online community” (Kaplan, A 
& Haenlein, M. 2009). Within this framework the advancement of technology should also be 
  
scrutinized. MacKenzie and Wajcman (1999) states that,  
 
[t]echnology is a vitally important aspect of the human condition. Technologies 
[…] provide the bases of wealth and of leisure; […] For good or ill, they are 
woven inextricably into the fabric of our lives, from birth to death, at home, in 
school, in paid work. Rich or poor, employed or non-employed, woman or 
man, ‘black’ or ‘white’, north or south - all of our lives are intertwined with 
technologies, from simple tools to large technical systems” (MacKenzie, D and 
Wajcman, J, eds. 1999) 
 
This sentiment is also suggested by Da Silva, who confirms that “[i]n a world where the 
source of information is media, content is king, but, in today's world, where the media is a 
site of coordination, there are social objects and stuff to share − things to talk about” (Da 
Silva, 2011). Therefore, through the advancement of technologies, members of the online 
community can constantly provide and receive information; which can in turn encourage 
and/or dissuade personal and social behaviour. Members can therefore be seen as ‘agents’ for 
social change. Through this individual sense of agency, collective opinion is driven by 
individual perceptions, creating ‘structure’ from ‘agency’ which may advocate and inspire. It 
is thus shown that online users actively participate “in digital opinion-driven movements, 
where the results of ‘real-time’ global issues can be affected” (Anderson et al, 2007). As 
such, “society is what it is because of the people who are now present, acting, reproducing it 
or ‘constructing’ it on an ongoing basis” (Gimenez, M. 1999). This collective action may be 
seen as creating active social agency, rather than submissive stasis. King (1999) affirms this 
by stating that “individuals will be poor or rich according to the beliefs and the practices, 
which are informed by those beliefs, of themselves and, crucially, other people” (King, A. 
1999). This form of collective action, or ‘globalization of the people’ can contribute to 
providing a platform where online users can see themselves as part of a community, where 
individual interests can become community based concerns. King (1999) further confirms 
this by stating that, “[s]ocial constraints or material conditions lack ontological reality and are 
  
not causally efficacious in their own right, but through individuals' practices and beliefs” 
(King, A. 1999). 
According to Jones and Holmes (2011) there are two defined forms of globalization; 
economic and cultural. For the purpose of this research the focus will be on cultural 
globalization. Jones and Holmes further elucidate this concept by stating that “globalization 
is not of ‘cultures’ ethnically defined, but of capitalism itself as an entity with its own 
culture” (2011). In essence, subscribing to this form of ‘globalization of the people’ is most 
present within online communities, which emphasise economic emancipation by the re-
appropriation of agency within the structures of society. This emancipation is afforded 
specifically because of the online medium, namely internet networking sites Facebook and 
YouTube. Therefore, it is “no coincidence that social movements today tend to be site-based, 
over ‘right-to-livelihood’ issues, sublating the most radical components of labor” (Goldman, 
M. 1993:67). It therefore may be debated that the growing presence of digital advocacy, also 
known as “cyber-activism” or “e-activism” (Amin, 2010), has created a sense of similar, if 
not greater affects, possibly world-wide as will be discussed in later chapters. Thus, cyber-
culture may be seen at the forefront of such advocacy. Jones and Holmes (2011) define 
cyber-culture as, “a popular movement that rebuffs traditional media.” As such, “cyber-
culture is heralded as an emancipation from broadcasting and [also contributes to] the rise of 
interactivity with electronic media” (Holmes and Jones, 2011).  
Social networking site Facebook, founded in February 2004, has been at the pinnacle 
of the emergence of cyber-activism, with an average user membership of 900 million as of 
May 2012 (Carlson, N. 2012). With the emergence of YouTube in 2005, cyber-activism took 
on a new direction: videos of everything from potential protests to animated parodies of films 
and news events became available to everyone with online access. As of January 2012 
YouTube had more than four billion videos streamed per day. This size of membership of 
  
these sites shows the “interaction processes through which structure and agency are mutually 
constitutive [even] though structure is outside time, leading a virtual existence until it is 
instantiated by agency” (Gimenez, M. 1999). 
The emergence of technological advances by means of the internet has given rise to 
global democratic values and a growing sense of economic globalization. Tatarchevskiy 
(2010) adds that the internet has been a powerful tool for the “connection and mobilization of 
citizens since its ‘early days’” (Tatarchevskiy, T. 2010). Further to this, Bennet suggests that 
“[o]nline protests offer a unique dynamic to opinion-driven movements seeing that such 
initiatives can be refigured and modified, and adapt to the context of the situation” (Bennet, 
W. 2003). In a liberal democratic country, such as South Africa, protest action is a right 
afforded to each and every citizen. With the inception of South Africa’s progressive 
Constitution in 1996, as well as the entrenched Bill of Rights within the Constitution, several 
rights of high democratic value have been issues of contention between politicians, socio-
political commentators, civil rights activists and the lower wage earning working class. These 
freedoms afforded to every South African citizen include Section 17 of the Bill of Rights 
which defines the Right to Freedom of Assembly and the Right to Protest (South African 
Constitution). These protests and demonstrations have in some cases influenced (or even 
forced) leaders to reform by means of addressing the demands of specific groups and 
institutions. However, this instigation for change within conventional strictures of power and 
wealth is only achievable if individuals are willing or able to change predefined perceptions 
within society. Gimenez states that “individuals will drown whether or not they believe in 
gravity [and therefore], individuals' economic situation will not change if they cease to 
believe in the market” (Gimenez, M. 1999). 
Further to this Maguire suggests that “[d]ominant actors [or agents] in a given field 
may have the power to force change but often lack the motivation; while peripheral players 
  
may have the incentive to create and champion new practices, but often lack the power to 
change institutions” (Greenwood, R. et al. 2008). Material change in physicality proportions, 
according to King, are the result of “the continuing interrelations between people and are 
consequently the result of [...] other people's practices (and beliefs)” (King, 1999). The 
occurrence of the Occupy Wall Street and the Occupy JSE incidents may thus throw into 
relief the importance of social media in creating agency within the structure of online society. 
In this way “the social genesis of social structures is strength, not a weakness.” Furthermore, 
this view of action within society shows clearly that society is made up of structures which 
are “as transcendent and independent from agency and rooted in natural laws or properties of 
human nature impervious to agency” (Gimenez, M. 1999). 
Kaplan & Haenlein suggest that social media can thus influence personal and group 
behaviour.  The theory of social presence is defined as “the acoustic, visual, and physical 
contact that can be achieved – it allows emerging between two communication partners.” 
Furthermore, “media differ in the degree of ‘social presence’”(Kaplan, A & Haenlein, M. 
2009). This theory becomes central to the questions of agency within society, and includes 
influences garnered by intimacy and immediacy. Kaplan & Haenlein go on to reinforce this 
idea by stating that  
[s]ocial presence is influenced by the intimacy (interpersonal vs. mediated) and 
immediacy (asynchronous vs. synchronous) of the medium, and can be 
expected to be lower for mediated (e.g., telephone conversation) than 
interpersonal (e.g., face-to-face discussion) and for asynchronous (e.g., e-mail) 
than synchronous (e.g., live chat) communications. The higher the social 
presence, the larger the social influence that the communication partners have 
on each other's behaviour (Kaplan, A & Haenlein, M. 2009). 
 
It is further suggested by Kaplan & Haenlein that those individuals who are part of the online 
community create a ‘concept of self presentation’, that the true identity of self or the 
presentation of oneself through social network sites places less importance on the true 
identity of the individuals than on the group, unified in their plight against socio-economical 
  
disparities, the unequal dissemination of wealth and power and thus influencing each other in 
their actions. Therefore, “[w]ith respect to the social dimension of Social Media, the concept 
of self-presentation states that in any type of social interaction people have the desire to 
control the impressions other people form of them” (Goffman, E. 1959). Self-presentation 
within social media networks such as Facebook and YouTube as suggested by Schau and 
Gilly (2003) is two-fold,  
 
[o]n the one hand, this is done with the objective of influencing others to gain 
rewards (e.g., make a positive impression on your future in-laws);[…] on the 
other hand, it is driven by a wish to create an image that is consistent with one's 
personal identity (e.g., wearing a fashionable outfit in order to be perceived as 
young and trendy) […] The key reason why people decide to create a personal 
webpage is, for example, the wish to present themselves [differently] in 
cyberspace (Schau & Gilly, 2003 cited in Sewraj, N. 2011)  
 
 
With close consideration of self-presentation as discussed, Gimenez suggests that, “it is also 
necessary to consider the possibility that changes in individual's consciousness, 
interpretations, and social relations including the willingness to engage in class struggles 
might be the emergent property of structural changes” (Gimenez, M. 1999). This concept of 
social relations is further substantiated by the emergence of relationships created by the 
‘agents’ within the formulated ‘structure’. This is evidenced by what Gimenez claims; 
that“the relationship between people and their material conditions is not external, not a 
relationship to ‘things’ mediated by meanings developed by other people in relationship to 
‘things’, but an internal and necessary relationship” (Gimenez, M. 1999). King  further 
asserts this ideology by stating that, “social conditions confront everyone and are independent 
from anyone” (King, 1999:213). Gimenez reconfirms this by suggesting that this “does not 
reduce social situations to ‘the’ individual but to ‘all’ the other people involved in them” 
(Gimenez, M. 1999). 
This form of social relationship dynamics and identity may be argued to be a 
  
collective, presented to create not only an online presence but also a possible online group 
identity through presenting a ‘structure’ for individuals to ascribe to. Gimenez suggests 
that“[f]or individualists, structure is simply a metaphor for ‘other people’, meaning it is fully 
reducible to and coterminous with individuals and their interpersonal relations” (Gimenez, M. 
1999). According to Kaplan & Haenlein, (2009) in order to create this group identity whereby 
reiterating the formation of ‘structure’ within ‘agency’ it may be suggested that online group 
members may individually create their own ‘online image’ or “present themselves in 
cyberspace” differently to their true identity to garner respect needed to encourage or 
influence other individuals’ perceptions of one another, presenting themselves as advocates 
for a cause and encouraging activist actions such as protest action and demonstration. 
Pertinent to this argument is Gimenez’s (1999) refers to social science which “seeks to 
explain not only why particular events (e.g., specific strikes, social movements, military 
coups, etc.) occur but also the nature and causes of social types (e.g., strike, class struggle, 
capitalism, feudalism, etc.)” (Gimenez, M. 1999). 
Kaplan & Haenlein further argue that “usually, such a presentation (i.e. online 
representations of oneself),is done through self-disclosure; that is, the conscious or 
unconscious revelation of personal information (e.g., thoughts, feelings, likes, dislikes) […] 
that is consistent with the image one would like to give” (Kaplan, A & Haenlein, M. 2009). 
However, King  argues that “it is only by placing individuals in their social context that 
anything meaningful can be said about them” (King, 1999). The social relationships garnered 
through social media and the online community of ‘agents’ is elucidated further by 
conversely furthered by Kaplan & Haenlein,  who suggest that, 
 
[s]elf-disclosure is a critical step in the development of close relationships (e.g., 
during dating) […] but can also occur between complete strangers; […] Applied 
to the context of Social Media, we assume that a second classification can be 
made based on the degree of self-disclosure it requires and the type of self-
presentation it allows (Kaplan, A & Haenlein, M. 2009). 
  
This self-presentation is objectified by what King argues; that “the social world is reducible 
to ALL individuals, present and past, is a logically deduced truism which does not capture the 
fullness of the human experience, because the social world includes not only people but the 
objectified results of human productive activities and transformation of nature” (King, A. 
1999). Malone (1995) suggests that this “‘defining rule of the modern world’ fuels an 
information and communication technology revolution that, numerous pundits tell, is 
changing and will change the way we live” (Malone in King, 1999). This is precisely the 
departure point of this research – that online media have the capacity to bring about social 
actions in various forms, such as the Occupy wall street/JSE events under examination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
CHAPTER TWO: 
Social Presence Theory: Social Media as a Mediator for Change.  
 
Within the milieu of contextualization regarding Social Presence Theory, researchers Frank 
Biocca and Chad Harms of Michigan State University assert that, “ any theory of social 
presence must be focused on a particular subset of psychological and behavioural phenomena 
associated with mediated interactions” (Biocca, F. & Harms, C. 2002) This relevant statement 
is the basis from which this chapter will follow. With specific consideration made regarding 
the cyber-activist generated protest actions, namely Occupy Wall Street in New York and the 
South African equivalent Occupy JSE, the concept of social presence is relevant in assessing 
the magnitude of influence cyber-activism has had on the impact of mass protest action (this 
theory will be dealt with in the proceeding chapter). To further the argument on the validation 
of online social presence assimilating to offline mass protest action, especially with regard to 
the Occupy Wall Street and Occupy JSE phenomena’s, Corrtel et al emphasises that various 
“[e]xperiments have shown that the presence of an audience affects individual performance 
by enhancing the emission of dominant responses” (Corrtel, N. et al. 1968). That said, the 
events as discussed and evaluated in the proceeding chapters prove that these ‘experiments’ ) 
have had a global effect due to the presence of an audience or, as eluded to in Chapter One, 
agents for change. This is particularly evident by considering that after a meagre period of 
roughly six weeks, social networking site Facebook had more than 125 pages dedicated to the 
Occupy Movement, globally.  
Corrtel (et al) furthers this argument of audience presence influencing individual 
behaviour by proposing that, “the mere presence of other persons is responsible for audience 
effects” (Corrtel, N. et al. 1968). Thus it is argued that the presence of the global audience 
had the initial effect of creating a globalized community, focused on bringing their plight for 
  
economic emancipation to the furore. These actors or agents for social change, as indicated 
and discussed in the previous chapter, are arguably only able to facilitate this intended change 
through what Biocca and Harms (2002) term as social interaction by means of mediation 
through the use of media technologies and the permeating social interaction by means of 
interacting with each other through online presence and not merely in terms of physicality. 
Here it may be argued that the predominant virtual online environment is directly influential, 
as a form of mediation or mediator, on individual perceptions and behaviour, as opposed to a 
tangible environment. Therefore, 
 
[t]he fundamental characteristic of all mediated interactions is mediation, or 
interacting with spaces and people that are not immediately present in our 
physical environment. We sense and interact not with their immediate 
embodiments of mind, i.e., physical bodies with their actual faces and voices, 
but with mediated embodiments of minds, representations made of pixels, ink, 
stone, paper, etc.[my emphasis] (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2002). 
 
Biocca and Harms (2002) further asserts that this form of interaction with ‘others’ lays bare 
the notion that these actors or agents for social change experience each other  “as if they were 
co-present and socially engaged” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002). Biocca and Harms   
further suggest that, “we are particularly focused not on attention as a whole, but attention on 
a specific point in virtual space, the location of the other, and attention allocated specifically 
to modelling the other” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002). In relation to the topic at hand, the 
virtual space referred to is evidenced by the online environment in which the protest action 
was created. This was further validated by the uploading and posting of video footage. Thus 
‘others’ were able to model their perceptions of the actions by the protesters on that which 
was viewable in a virtual space. This self presentation of the agents for change and 
subsequent social engagement through an electronic medium such as a computer screen or a 
mobile device is suggested to allow for “most of us [to] experience some level of social 
  
presence, be it fleeting and superficial or strong enough to elicit powerful emotional 
reactions, such as crying at films, smiling at computer characters, etc.” (Biocca, F. and 
Harms, C. 2002). This social experience as defined above is further substantiated by Biocca 
and Harms’ claim that, 
 
[t]he observer’s awareness and responsiveness to other’s activity within the mediated 
environment may be both necessary and indicative of the movement to higher levels 
of co-presence. Attention to others is not solitary; it is social and reciprocal. 
Individuals monitor each other’s attention (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002).  
 
 
However, it may be argued  that this type of  global community or awareness, within this co-
presented and mediated virtual social engagement (as for example; Occupy Wall Street and 
Occupy JSE) may only be achieved through technological advancement and mediation. 
However, Mennecke et al (2010) question 
 
[a] central concern of social presence theory has to be whether technologically 
mediated social interaction is or is not different from unmediated interaction. If 
mediated interaction is different than unmediated interaction, in what way is it 
different and what is it about technology that causes this difference? 
(Mennecke, B. et al. 2010) 
 
 
At this stage it may be adequate to argue that “[s]ocial presence is not just sense of the other, 
but it is very much a sense of the others of ‘me’” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002). In the 
context of the Occupation Movements world-wide this sense of ‘others of ‘me’’ is evidenced 
in the user commentary assigned to the numerous Facebook pages as well as the video 
footage uploaded on YouTube. Biocca and Harms further assert that this, “[m]ediated 
environment presents an odd case of this simple sensory fact. For example, an individual may 
easily be aware of another in mediated environments, but the other may or may not be as 
aware of the observer” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002). This is indicative within the 
  
Occupation Movements as the individual users may have felt a sense of vindication by 
viewing other online user comments, thus being aware of each other as participants in as well 
as observers. However, Biocca and Harms assure us that, “[u]nlike the physical environment, 
mutual awareness is by no means guaranteed. An extreme case is the use of unobtrusive 
observation cameras. Mutual sensory awareness may be asymmetrical. For example, one 
individual may have a video and audio link, while the other may only have an audio 
connection” (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2002). This, however, presents a conundrum for the 
researcher as Biocca and Harms adds, “[i]n a society where mediated interaction is 
increasingly common, we may spend more time in social and parasocial interactions with 
mediated others than in face-to-face interactions with people ‘in the flesh’” (Biocca, F and 
Harms, C. 2002). 
Lanier (2001) offers an explanation for this by stating that, “communications 
technologies increase the opportunities for empathy and thus for moral behaviour” (Lanier, 
2001). He goes on to state that he is thus “optimistic” that these interactions “will mostly be 
for the good” (Lanier, 2001). This sentiment can be evidenced by the Occupy Phenomenon, 
individuals from all sectors of international society formed a sort of bond with each other, 
through empathy, and thus encouragement of social interaction was achieved through both 
the online and then the offline, physical manifestation of the protest action. Biocca and 
Harms reaffirm this assimilation by stating that, “[m]ost succinctly defined as a ‘sense of 
being with another in a mediated environment’, social presence is the moment-to-moment 
awareness of co-presence of a mediated body and the sense of accessibility of the other 
being’s psychological, emotional, and intentional states” [my emphasis] (Biocca, F and 
Harms, C. 2002).  Biocca and Harms observe that this ‘sense of accessibility’ can be 
understood by maintaining connection with others which is evidenced through the user 
commentary on the subsequent social networking sites 
  
 
[o]ne’s ability to decenter and understand the emotional quality of another’s 
perceptions is important in establishing and maintaining a connection with 
another person. Empathy is the imaginative intellectual and emotional 
participation in another person’s experiences (Bennett, 1972). Individual 
differences in the ability to empathize with others obviously exist (Goleman, 
1995). At the same time, individuals able to effectively perceive the emotions 
and feelings of other are vulnerable to the affective state of the other having an 
impact on their own emotions and feelings. (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002).  
 
 
However, Biocca and Harms argue that “[t]he growth of social presence technologies are 
accompanied by claims of improved social communication, collaboration, social presence, 
and performance” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2002). Biocca and Harms go on to claim that, 
“social presence research with mediated embodiments can very well tell us something about 
all social interactions [and] how technology might affect, distort, and enhance certain aspects 
of social cognition” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2010). This social cognition, as affirmed by 
Gordon (1986) are, “[s]ocial responses [...] triggered by representations that the user/viewer 
knows to be ‘false,’ i.e., only a representation. Nonetheless, the representations trigger 
automatic mental simulation of ‘other minds” (Gordon, R. 1986). Integral in this assertion is 
what Biocca and Harms define as the ‘level of social interaction’. They state that, “social 
presence can be characterized as subjective or intersubjective judgment of mutual 
accessibility of the other, such as mutual attention, mutual comprehension, shared emotional 
states, and interdependent behaviour” (Biocca, F and Harms, C. 2010). Brehm’s (1972) 
analogy of ‘Psychological Reactance’ bares meaning here as he states that this,  
 
[i]s a term that has been used to describe the sense that one’s personal freedom 
of action has been threatened. Interacting with another person can change 
one’s emotional state and result in particular behavioural changes. Self-report 
items allow for subjective evaluations of these emotional changes. 
Physiological measures of a user’s emotional state cannot directly tell us how 
much this state is the result of the co-presence of the other (Brehm, J. 1976). 
 
 
This perceptual embodied meaning of co-presence is directly relevant to Goffman’s (1963) 
  
work where Goffman states that, “co-presence involved two moments: (1) when individuals 
sense that they are able to perceive others, and (2) when others are able to perceive them” 
(Goffman, E. 1963). Goffman furthers this assertion by claiming, “co-presence renders 
persons uniquely accessible, available, and subject to one another” (Goffman, E. 1963).  
Biocca and Harms affirm this by stating that, “[u]sing a spatial metaphor he [Goffman] 
indicated that others were ‘within range’ […] and that the other is aware of me as ‘within 
range’ (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2010). 
In their research on the topic of social presence Biocca and Harms redefine this 
collective assimilation of co-presence of individuals by stating that, “technologies that are 
primarily intended to increase real time social interaction [are defined as] social presence 
technologies” [my emphasis] (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2010). To further this it may be 
relevant to draw on what Biocca and Harms suggest, that “[t]ypically these technologies are 
implemented as networked telecommunication media designed to allow remote individuals to 
work, communicate and interact with each other, as if they were co-present in the same 
environment” (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2010). This ‘networked telecommunication media’ 
may be identifiable through technological advances in social media and social networking 
sites such as Facebook and Youtube. Both sites offer an environment where individuals can 
communicate with each other in a mediated fashion through the use of technology by means 
of the internet and through the use of social media devices such as Smartphones, laptops, 
iPad’s or, simply put, mobile and wireless devices for the purpose of communication. Biocca 
and Harms further substantiate this claim with regard to the Occupation Movements by 
stating that,  
 
[l]ike all phenomenal states during the course of an interaction the sense of the 
perceptual, psychological, and interactional accessibility of the other’s body 
and mind will likely fluctuate due to limitations in the medium, the quick or 
slow mental modelling of the others internal states, and the nature of task 
environment (Biocca, F. & Harms, C. 2010). 
  
These mobile devices as defined by Biocca and Harms suggests that “[m]obile systems 
increasingly offer promise of continuous social contact across space and time via multimodal 
access (Brown, B., & Green, N. 2001) and the sensory and social presence of that access is 
increasing via mobile video telephony and other message systems” (Biocca, F. & Harms, C. 
2010). This is evident in the increasing amount of video footage and user commentary 
uploaded on to sites such as Facebook and YouTube. While all these technologies are varied 
they share a common goal: Most of these technologies are designed, engineered, and 
manufactured to improve social presence. Social presence has been defined as the sense of 
“being with others” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010), the “level of awareness of the co-
presence of another human, being or intelligence” (Biocca, F., & Nowak, K. 2001), “the 
degree of salience of the other person in the interaction” (Short, J. et al. 1976), and the 
“feeling that one has some level of access or insight into the other’s intentional, cognitive, or 
affective states” (Biocca, F. & Nowak, K. 2001).  
It may thus suffice to argue that, “[m]ediated social presence is [the] property of 
people, not of technologies, […] it is a moment-to-moment phenomenal state facilitated by a 
technological representation of another being” (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2010). This is 
evidenced in the social network groups created pertaining to the Occupation Movements. 
Specific comments and social network communication will be further evaluated in the 
proceeding chapters. However, to substantiate this claim it must be assumed that, “[t]he state 
of social presence varies over the course of a mediated interaction from a low level awareness 
that another being is co-present to more intense sense of the accessibility of psychological 
modelling of the other’s intentional states” (Biocca, F. and Harms, C. 2010). In the context of 
the occupation movements the level of awareness may be suggested to be at a higher level 
than an awareness of another, or co-presence. The higher level of psychological modelling as 
suggested by Biocca and Harms is relevant in the occupation movements. It may be 
  
suggested that the individuals who participated in the offline manifestations of the 
Occupation Movements had been accessed through the psychological interaction by the 
‘agents for change’. The individuals involved in the mass protest actions may be argued to 
have surreptitiously used emotional modelling on individual social network users to generate 
the offline protest action. As Biocca and Harms state, 
 
[u]sers may adopt a simulation strategy for modelling the emotional states and 
attention, of others. Because individuals do not have direct access to other 
minds, they may be simulating the minds of others ‘as if’ the other person 
were them, there, in that situation. This simulation process need not be self-
reflective. Simulation may be active in empathic reactions to the facial 
displays and affective body motions of agents and avatars (Biocca, F., & 
Harms, C. 2010). 
 
Mennecke et al (2012) further Biocca and Harms’ argument by stating that, “[b]y using tools 
and symbols, individuals not only modify both their mental process and external behaviour, 
but also exercise their agency” (Mennecke, B., et al. 2010). This may be seen through the 
usage of Meme’s, handles and other social media network devices.  
As evidenced by Mennecke et al (2012) this modelling of emotional states by social 
media users on other individuals draws on the justification of how technological devices 
accommodate social presence and thus mediates social interaction. Biocca and Harms 
reiterate that “the ever-increasing use of social presence technologies and expansion of the 
social interactions [is] across the Internet” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). Biocca and Harms 
go on to identify three levels and dimensions of social presence and these concepts specify an 
array of features to be considered in determining the effect of social presence on individual 
behavioural patterns. These levels are defined as follows:  
 
Level 1: co-presence is a necessary […] for the sense of social presence. Level 
2: the Subjective level, attempts to measure the psycho-behavioural 
accessibility of another interactant. Finally, Level 3: the Intersubjective level, 
assesses within and cross-interactant symmetry (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 
  
2010). 
 
Before delving deeper into these specifications, it is essential to draw upon Mennecke’s 
sentiment on mediation. He states that, “[a]lthough mediated and unmediated social 
interaction may draw upon the same cognitive mechanisms, there is an assumption in all 
presence research that ‘technology has an effect’” (Mennecke, B., et al. 2012). Furthering this 
assumption it is pertinent to lament on what Biocca and Harms canonize that, “[a]t the lowest 
levels[,] social presence is characterized by perceptual awareness, a peripheral sense of 
spatial co-presence of the other’s mediated body, and minimal, automatic attributions about 
the internal states of the other such as basic categorization of the other’s identity, sentience, 
and attention”. Biocca and Harms (2010) further suggest that through the course of mediated 
interaction, by means of technology, “social presence may include increasing sense of the 
accessibility of the other, perceived as increasing psychological and behavioural engagement. 
Furthermore, “[p]sychologically the user may have a greater sense of access to intentional, 
cognitive, or affective states of the other” Biocca and Harms (2010) further acknowledge this 
by categorizing social presence “as subjective or intersubjective judgment of mutual 
accessibility of the other, such as mutual attention, mutual comprehension, shared emotional 
states, and interdependent behaviour” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). Integral to this 
discussion is the concept of bodily cues, used by online users to influence the behaviour of 
other users and instigate offline action. In the context of the Occupation Movements this was 
achieved through the usage of video footage and photographic images uploaded on to social 
media sites, Facebook and YouTube, detailing the events through the actions of people. In the 
context of the Occupation Movements, users relied on the bodily cues presented in video 
footage and photographic images, and assumed that other users would model the behavior 
seen through these media. As such one may begin to see that 
 
  
[a]ccessibility of the other begins with some level of attention. Co-presence is 
based on awareness of the other, but building a model of the other’s 
intentional states requires some attention to bodily cues. Then attentional 
engagement is the user’s sense of the degree of perceptual and focus mental 
effort allocated to building a mental model of the mediated other (Biocca, F., 
& Harms, C. 2010) 
 
As technologies develop they become an all-encompassing method of mediation within the 
international community. It is thus pertinent to draw upon Biocca and Harms’ suggestion that 
“[w]hile all these technologies are varied they share a common goal: Most of these 
technologies are designed, engineered, and manufactured to improve social presence” [my 
emphasis] (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). This is further substantiated by Biocca and 
Nowak, who states that “[s]ocial presence has been defined as the sense of “being with 
others” (Biocca, F., & Nowak, K. 2001), “level of awareness of the co-presence of another 
human, being or intelligence” (Biocca, F., & Nowak, K. 2001), […] and the “feeling that one 
has some level of access or insight into the other’s intentional, cognitive, or affective states" 
(Biocca, F., & Nowak, K. 2001).  Biocca and Harms further assert that, “[s]ocial presence 
technologies continue to grow in use and capability. The number of individuals a person has 
access to, in addition to those individuals within proxemic range of face-to-face interaction, 
has increased dramatically.” Continuing on this trajectory, they assume that, “[r]elationships 
are maintained and even developed through mediated technologies.” (Biocca, F., & Harms, 
C. 2010). This is further evidenced in the user commentary on social networking sites 
Facebook and YouTube, discussed in later chapters. 
To further this analysis it is pertinent to discuss what Biocca and Harms (2010) elude 
to in their research as the ‘subjective level’ or ‘level two’ of social presence theory – the 
attempted measure of “psycho-behavioural accessibility of another interactant” (Biocca, F 
and Harms, C. 2010). Nowak (2003) suggests that in order for anyone to access the behaviour 
of another ‘interactant’, it is necessary to investigate “the influence of […] and perceived 
  
agency on presence, co-presence, and social presence in a virtual environment” (Nowak, K. 
2003). It is thus sufficient to suggest that these forms of communication networks “are social 
environments” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). Biocca and Harms reaffirm this by stating 
that “mediated social interactions include purely virtual interactions with others we will never 
meet face-to-face. The performance of social presence technologies is increasingly important 
as individuals and organizations rely on them as substitutes for face-to-face interaction” 
(Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). It is through this type of ‘virtual interaction’ in this type of 
‘social environment’ that the Occupy Movements were made possible. This is evidenced in 
the Occupy Movements as individuals were encouraged to partake in the protest action, 
through virtual interaction with people they will never meet face-to-face. The bodily cues 
presented by users were modelled or ‘picked up’ by the international community. As such, 
 
[t]his interactional interdependence relates closely to the aforementioned 
psychological reactance (Brehm, 1972) in that one’s actions/behaviours may 
not be independent, but result from behaviours of the other. The dimension 
labeled “perceived behavioural interdependence” is defined as follows: The 
sense to which one’s actions are reactions to or interactions with the other’s 
behavior. (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). 
 
As these social presence technologies evolve and envelop individuals’ perceptions and 
behaviours, communication networks such as Facebook and YouTube become social 
environments, where the “[m]easurement of their […] performance must be perfected 
according to both engineering criteria such as telecommunication bandwidth and social 
criteria such as group communication, what we might call social presence bandwidth” 
(Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). Moreover, “[s]uccessive generations of emerging networked 
interfaces are designed to mediate social communication with remote others. These 
communication systems and interfaces are progressively designed to improve human 
communication for collaborative work [...], education [...], social services, or e-commerce” 
  
(Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). This may arguably only be achieved as “a full explication of 
social presence should account for the widespread and fundamental phenomena ubiquitous 
and frequent social responses to representations of others” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 
2010).This representation of the other is significantly illustrated through the slogans adopted 
by the occupy phenomenon activists such as ‘we are the 99%’. This phrase implies the other 
1%, thereby inducing the behavioural patterns of ‘the other’ to compliment the structure 
developed by the agents for social change.  
With the inception of social media technologies such as video streaming social 
network YouTube has enriched the social presence of agencies whereby, “media that better 
capture the interactive and perceptual properties of others […] may evoke more social 
presence than say an email from another” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). This has paved the 
way for further association with people or individuals as suggested by Biocca and Harms 
(2010) who state that, “through media technologies our social interaction has not been limited 
to the people immediately around us: our family, workmates, local friends, and neighbours” 
(Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2010). Online users are able to communicate and interact with 
anyone associated with a common cause, as is the case in point – the Occupation Movement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
CHAPTER THREE: 
Research Design and Method 
 
As previously stipulated, the purpose of this research is to determine the effect of social 
media as a means of cyber-activism and the impact this has  in canonizing protest action 
orchestrated by multi-national citizens on a global scale. This will be done by means of 
analyzing video clips and commentary made on video sharing website YouTube, as well as on 
the Facebook pages (additional social media agencies such as blogs will also be scrutinized), 
setup both internationally and locally to encourage the ongoing protest action in the form of 
the Occupy Phenomena, in support of democracy and financial unity. As a point of departure 
it is pertinent to look at an excerpt from the manifesto of internet website Occupywallst.org, 
which states that 
Occupy Wall Street is a people-powered movement that began on September 
17, 2011 in Liberty Square in Manhattan’s Financial District, and has spread to 
over 100 cities in the United States and actions in over 1,500 cities globally. 
#ows is fighting back against the corrosive power of major banks and 
multinational corporations over the democratic process, and the role of Wall 
Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the greatest recession 
in generations. The movement is inspired by popular uprisings in Egypt and 
Tunisia, and aims to fight back against the richest 1% of people that are 
writing the rules of an unfair global economy that is foreclosing on our future. 
(Occupywallst.org. 2011) 
 
From the above extract it is evident that the inspiration for the protest action originated from 
the success of the popular uprisings in the Arab nations, dubbed the Arab Spring. The 
uprisings and revolutions which took place in countries such as Egypt and Tunisia (as 
mentioned above) were to some extent initiated through the process of social media 
networking as eluded to by journalist E.B. Boyd, 
  
Before Egypt shut off the Internet and mobile phones, before it even started 
blocking Twitter and Facebook, those tools were used to coordinate and spread 
the word about the demonstrations that were scheduled for January 25. Without 
these mass organizing tools, it’s likely that fewer people would have known 
about the protests, or summoned the kind of courage that’s made possible by 
knowing you’re not the only one sticking your neck out. Without them, fewer 
people might have shown up, and the Egyptian authorities might have more 
easily dispatched them. (Boyd, E. 2011)  
 
The extent of the proliferation of this phenomenon has been a topic for many studies and has 
paved a proverbial path for this particular study. Evidence of the impact of social media in 
engendering social change is evidenced in the success of the revolutionary process many 
Arab states have undergone. As asserted by Madeline Storck from the University of St 
Andrews, whose Masters Dissertation, The Role of Social Media in Political Mobilization, 
details the proliferation of social media as a tool in fostering political change and social 
reform in the digital age.     
 
The ongoing Arab Spring revolutions of 2011 have fostered a budding dialogue 
about the role of social media and networking as a tool for political 
mobilisation towards regime change and pro-democracy movements. (Storck, 
M. 2012)  
 
 
It is thus evident that the use of social media in instigating offline, physical demonstrations 
and protests is plausible. However, this study aims to explore the creation of social awareness 
and collective activism brought about through mediated structures such as social media and 
viral footage, which are modelled by agents for change as evident in the data being analyzed.  
The ‘occupy’ protest action had as its main objective; to illustrate the overpowering 
influence that the minority of economically astute individuals and organizations have on the 
majority of the citizens in a given country. In the first instance this related to citizens of 
America but subsequently related to the same influence that the economic minority had on 
South African citizens. The collective coined an internationally recognized slogan for the 
  
protest action of the occupation movements as, ‘we are the 99%’, showing the way in which 
the majority of citizens were subjected to the whims of the 1% who maintained financial 
control. This is later evidenced in the South African context and incorporated on the South 
African Facebook page, Opertion uBuntu, which initially called on the South African public 
to band together in protest of unfair and unequal financial equity. As stated in the South 
African Facebook page, “[t]he one thing we all have in common is that We Are The 99% that 
we will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of the 1% [...] it is up to us as ONE.” 
(Vick, C. 2011) 
 
Research Framework: 
 
This research will specifically scrutinize and evaluate the original video footage of Occupy 
Wall Street posted on YouTube by internet group Anonymous (created in 2003), which has 
arguably been used to mobilise citizens of, in the first instance America, subsequently South 
Africa and finally, as stated in the video link, ‘all citizens of the world’. Further qualitative 
research analysis will be performed on the comments posted on YouTube along with the 
original online calls for action. Further identification and analysis will be carried out on the 
Facebook pages concerning the issue, as well as subsequent blog posts which were posted. 
Finally, an analysis of the various user commentary on the issues raised in the Facebook 
threads, YouTube links and other websites will be scrutinized and evaluated. An interpretive 
analysis of the content listed above will illustrate the  physical, social effects that this type of 
cyber-activism has had on South African citizens, who ultimately staged a mirrored version 
of the Occupy Wall Street protest action – Occupy JSE.  
 
 
  
Research Question: 
 
What impact did the online media coverage of the Occupy Wall Street incident have on South 
Africans who became involved in the Occupy JSE movement?  
 
RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
Aims: 
 
To determine the effect of cyber-activism through social media on behavioral patterns of 
South African citizens, by analyzing the online coverage of and subsequent user reactions to 
the Occupy Movement and the extent to which these encouraged protest action. Through an 
interpretive content analysis of user commentary posted on various online pages, specifically 
those on video sharing website YouTube, the aim is to show the effect this type of cyber-
activism and news coverage had on South African citizens who, as a direct consequence, 
organized a mirror of the Occupy Wall Street protest – Occupy JSE.  
 
Objectives: 
 
This research aims to analyze the impact that social media has on the perceptions and 
behaviors of citizens in  South African contemporary society. This will be achieved by 
employing Social Presence Theory as discussed in chapter two. Further to this, the researcher 
intends to explore the mediated format offered by agents for social change through online 
media and their influence on the actions of a specific group of people. This research is further 
aimed at analyzing the direct results of the YouTube videos leading up to the original Occupy 
  
Wall Street incident and the subsequent Facebook page, Occupy JSE – Operation Ubuntu. 
Finally the research aims to specifically analyse the reactions of those individuals in South 
African society who present themselves in online environments as opposing neoliberal 
ideologies within South Africa.  
 
Data to be analyzed: 
 
Various sources of data are under examination for the purpose of this research. The data will 
be analysed according to the theories presented in chapters one and two, namely Social 
Presences Theory in the proceeding chapter (chapter four). Incorporating the literature and 
theories addressed in chapter two, the primary sources the primary sources of data will be, 
firstly, the video posts by hackivist group Anonymous calling for the Occupation Movement, 
specifically Occupy Wall Street posted on YouTube, coupled with their user commentary. 
Secondly, the Facebook pages relating to the Occupy Movements will be used, namely 
Occupy JSE – Operation uBuntu. Finally the researcher will also take into account data 
gained from other websites that relate to the Occupy Movement, such as blog posts and user 
forums relating to Anonymous’ calls for action.  
 Many renowned internet bloggers posted their opinions on the Occupy Movement. 
For example, avid blogger Doug Singsen (writer for the online publication International 
Socialist Review) posted an article detailing the events that led up to the Occupation 
Movement, as well as those that took place during the Occupy Movement itself. Singsen, 
suggested that from the beginning the occupation of Wall Street had been marred with a 
series of concerns relating to the original call for action by Canadian anti-consumerist 
magazine Adbuster and the involvement of other organizations such as Anonymous. Singsen 
stated that;  
  
 
“The possibility of an occupation on Wall Street promoted by an organization 
with a national readership and mailing list was incredibly exciting, but a 
number of problems with Adbusters’ plan were immediately apparent. For 
starters, the magazine was proposing that the first act of the occupiers should 
be to choose one demand, with their suggestion being to request that Obama 
appoint a commission to study how to get money out of politics. Given that 
Obama is the largest recipient of corporate campaign donations in history and 
that he has done everything possible during his administration to defend the 
interests of banks, my response was that this was like asking the fox to appoint 
a commission to guard the chicken coop.” (Singsen, D. 2012) 
 
However, later in the same article Singsen asserted that, “[f]ortunately, Adbusters put this 
proposal forward as a suggestion only and weren’t seeking to impose it on the occupation, but 
it nevertheless raised questions about what the political program for OWS would be” 
(Singsen, D. 2012). Shortly after Adbuster initiated the Occupation of Wall Street, through 
their national mailing lists, amorphous ‘hacktivist’ group Anonymous began their own 
campaigning of the Occupation Movement. Through the involvement of Anonymous, a 
collective of internet users deemed to be dangerous hackers who had succeeded in hacking 
the computer files of large corporations across America, including the FBI, the Occupation of 
Wall Street gained steam. It was this group that suggested the slogan ‘We are the 99%’, thus 
positing the group in direct opposition to the 1% minority controlling financial matters in 
America.  
Anonymous caught the American media’s attention in August 2011 when it posted its 
first video on YouTube, titled Hello Wall Street – We Are Anonymous. The video, which has 
since been viewed more than forty-seven thousand times, consists of images of a non-
descriptive character, modeled on Guy Fawkes, addressing the audience by iterating the 
following sentiments:  
Hello citizens of the internet. We are Anonymous. On September 17th, 
Anonymous will flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents, kitchens, peaceful 
barricades and occupy Wall Street for a few months. Once there, we shall 
incessantly repeat one simple demand in a plurality of voices. We want 
  
Freedom. This is a Non Violent protest, we do not encourage violence in any 
way. The abuse and corruption of corporations, Banks and Governments. Ends 
Here! Join Us! We Are Anonymous. We Are Legion. We do not Forgive. We 
do not Forget. Wall Street, Expect Us! (Anonymous. 2011). 
 
This video may not have generated the large contingency of protestors gathered at Zuccotti 
Park in the Wall Street district of New York City, as was evident in the months that followed. 
It did, however, signal the beginning of the Occupy Movement phenomenon, which was 
represented in a large number of other cities and countries. Prior to and during the protest 
action, Occupation Movement activists who partook in the movement embraced the phrase, 
‘we are the 99%’. According to Sean Captain, a strategist for the internet group 
F@astcompany, the term was first coined by journalist David DeGraw in his book, Economic 
Elite vs. The People of the United States (2010). DeGraw writes, “[t]he harsh truth is that 
99% of the US population no longer has political representation” (DeGraw, D. (2010) in 
Captain, S. 2011). Shortly after the publication of his book, DeGraw formed the 99 Percent 
Movement, which is another social networking group petitioning ideas for a platform of 
economic and legal reform in America. From February 2010, Anonymous and the 99 Percent 
Movement began intertwining.  
In the months that followed, various calls were made via social networking groups to 
stage occupations around America. However, these were ill-fated in that they were only 
attended by a mere handful of protesters, with virtually no media coverage. It seemed at that 
point that the online awareness raised had little physical manifestation. In July 2011 Adbuster 
became involved by suggesting the occupation of Wall Street to their online users via their 
mailing lists. The magazine had been developing their own Occupation Movement through 
blog posts although, according to Captain, they had never communicated directly with 
Anonymous (Captain, S. 2011).  
  
As previously asserted, internet group Anonymous, seemingly inadvertently took up the call 
for protest and began implementing a social media strategy through cyber-activism, leading 
to a physical offline demonstration, to proclaim and disseminate the message – “We are the 
99”. According to the group, “[s]ince the inception of Anonymous as a hacktivist collective, 
the Guy Fawkes mask has stood, along with the headless suit, as the quintessential symbol of 
the movement.” (Anonymous. 2013). From the onset of the internet collective, Anonymous 
proclaimed that it  
[d]oes not intend to be defined as, the traditional cast of voiceless, faceless 
hackers. Rather, Anonymous publicly leads the “hacktivism” movement, “the 
nonviolent use of illegal or legally ambiguous digital tools in pursuit of 
political ends.” Even under the discrete umbrella of hacktivism, however, 
Anonymous has a distinct make-up: a decentralized (almost nonexistent) 
structure, unabashed moralistic/political motivations, and a proclivity to couple 
online cyberattacks with offline protests (Kelly, B. 2012). 
 
 
Although Anonymous is said above to be ‘voiceless’ and ‘faceless’, the collective does make 
use of specific iconography, namely an amorphous mask stylised in the fashion of 
seventeenth century British revolutionary and treason accused, Guy Fawkes. According to a 
blog post on Anon Insiders there is clear intention in the usage of Guy Fawkes imagery, 
because, “in the last 100 years, the image of Fawkes has morphed dramatically. Instead of 
being labeled as a murderer and terrorist he is now often seen as a hero, “the last man to enter 
Parliament with honest intentions”. (Anonymous, 2013) 
 
Sources of the data used: 
 
Various sources for data have been utilised, including numerous internet references which 
consist of user uploaded video clips on YouTube, community pages setup on Facebook, blog 
posts, user forums and websites relating to the Occupation Movement. 
Ethical Considerations: 
  
 
There are no ethical considerations to be deliberated as the data collected is readily available 
to the global population though social networking sites and other public domains on the 
internet. All references are indicated in the source list and bibliography.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
CHAPTER FOUR: 
Findings and Data Analyzed 
 
As alluded to in the previous chapters of this research the relevant data that will be discussed 
and analysed in this chapter has mainly been sourced from the internet with specific 
identification of relevant video postings on video sharing network YouTube, community 
pages setup on social networking site, Facebook, internet user web blogs and online 
community forums – and the subsequent user commentary thereof. For the purpose of this 
analysis the researcher has selected web content that is both relevant to the topic on how the 
Occupation Movement began and how this web content evolved to create an online 
awareness within the ‘citizens of the world’ (Anonymous. 2011) of the growing discrepancies 
of the of political power and monetary wealth between those who have billed as the ruling 
1% as compared to the other 99%.  
As a point of departure it is imperative to investigate the origins of the offline 
manifestation of the Occupation Movement. As discussed in previous chapters the 
Occupation Movement was initiated by several online organizations or created structures 
through the use of techniques evident in social presence theory. The first initiator of the 
Occupation Movement was anti-consumerist magazine Adbuster who posted the hashtag 
#OccupyWallStreet on their Twitter account after sending a call for unity through their 
mailing lists on July 13 2011. The following day software engineer at Google, Justine Tunney 
founded the internet group OccupyWallSt.org following on from Adbuster’s original call for,  
a people-powered movement […] fighting back against the corrosive power of 
major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process, and 
the role of Wall Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the 
greatest recession in generations. (occupywallst.org. 2011). 
  
Subsequently internet hackivist group Anonymous, who have an unnamed and unspecified 
  
leader or management group took the cause on and became involved in the Occupation 
Movement. The first inkling in their involvement of the Occupation Movement occurred in 
August 2011 when the group posted a video on YouTube on 23 August 2011 with a masked 
individual (modelled on that of Guy Fawkes) and computer generated voice stating the 
following:  
 
Hello citizens of the internet. We are Anonymous. On September 17th, 
Anonymous will flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents, kitchens, peaceful 
barricades and occupy Wall Street for a few months. Once there, we shall 
incessantly repeat one simple demand in a plurality of voices. We want 
Freedom. This is a Non Violent protest, we do not encourage violence in any 
way. The abuse and corruption of corporations, Banks and Governments. Ends 
Here! Join Us! We Are Anonymous. We Are Legion. We do not Forgive. We 
do not Forget. Wall Street, Expect Us! (Anonymous, 2011). 
 
As previously indicated the initiation of the movement was modelled on other revolutionary 
movements staged in other countries whom arguably experienced a definite and direct result 
of their online call for action through cyber-activism or online awareness as evidenced in the 
Arab Spring. These revolutions which took place in countries such as Egypt and Libya has 
debatably instilled in many internet user the idea that mass protest action can be organized 
and implemented through the use of social media networks. As evidenced in the 
occupywallst.org post on their official webpage the mass action was modelled on the Arab 
Spring with the distinct difference that the protest marches be nonviolent and peaceful, 
generating a sense of calm and safety for all the participants.  
 
Like our brothers and sisters in Egypt, […], we plan to use the revolutionary 
Arab Spring tactic of mass occupation to restore democracy in America. We 
also encourage the use of nonviolence to achieve our ends and maximize the 
safety of all participants. (occupywallst.org. 2011) 
 
 
As the awareness of the Occupation Movement grew online international news broadcaster Al 
Jazeera posted the following statement in an online article dated 17 September 2011 on their 
  
official webpage further backing this claim, “What started as an online campaign has 
translated into action on the ground, with protest organisers calling for thousands of people to 
"occupy Wall Street" on Saturday [17 September 2011).”. (Al Jazeera. 2011). This was further 
acknowledged and the cause supported by online internet users as evidenced in the following 
user comment to the Al Jazeera post. Internet user, RuthL,   
Great our own non-violent Spring on Wall St.   The men and women who 
work on Wall St with their big bonuses have damage the lives of millions of 
people here in the U.S. and worldwide.  There needs to be a new economic 
model that excludes Wall Street. (RuthL. 2011). 
 
However, here it should be noted that Canadian anti-consumerist magazine, Adbuster posted 
their first call for offline protest action on 13 July 2011, and as mentioned above this call was 
further supported the following day through the creation of occupywallst.org. This is seen as 
the first indication that the online activism would be taking an offline manifestation through 
encouragement to be part of the Occupy Movement. Part of the occupywallst.org online call 
for action reads, “On September 17, we want to see 20,000 people flood into lower 
Manhattan, set up tents, kitchens, peaceful barricades and occupy Wall Street for a few 
months. Once there, we shall incessantly repeat one simple demand in a plurality of voices.” 
(Adbuster. 2011).  
Social Presence Theory comes into the furore here because as suggested in previous 
chapters this theory involves the presence of an omnipresent figure standing for a cause, 
namely the Occupation Movement, which an online user may aspire to and thus be a part of. 
However, it must be further noted that Adbuster set the proverbial ball in motion and only 
after the Anonymous internet group became involved was there a definite shift in individual’s 
participation. Here it is clear that involvement of an unnamed or unspecified individual or 
group of individuals may have had the effect of garnering support through online presentation 
of unity in a cause. Adbuster had a following which was mediated through their own 
  
ideologies and sentiments, however, Anonymous as a collective created agency through 
structure because their organization had a definite purpose and as it were, anonymous to the 
internet users of the world, allowing them to relate to the Occupation Movement through a 
lessor mediated structure.    
On 14 July 2011 Anonymous posted the following comment on the original blog post, 
posted by Adbuster, thus cementing the idea of the online activism.  
“I don't think we would need to physically occupy anything. Anonymous has 
shown through the power of online protesting via DDoSing that you don't 
have to be in a tent at Wallstreet. Bring it down. That is they only way they 
will listen. Bring the network down. Stop the trading.” (Adbuster. 2011).  
 
However, user commentary after this post shows a definite change in cyber-activists minds, 
illustrating that the online activism should become an offline protest, as evidenced in the 
following comment, “Love. Love. Love. So much love. Will definitely have to make sure I 
am in the Manhattan area in September.” (James Water-Light. 2011). This user commentary 
could be seen as the catalyst for the shift from online activism to offline mass protest action. 
Here an individual has placed themselves in the role of agitator and thus encouraging others 
to join them. James Water-Light, as he is known, does not reveal himself in the physical 
presence of others but rather through the anthropomorphic internet meme, creating awareness 
but also encouraging participation in an anonymous fashion, one which has been taken up by 
others as an influencing being albeit unknown or unseen by others in his true form.   
By analyzing these specific user comments, it is evidenced to the researcher that the 
online audience had indeed been influenced by the sentiments of the Adbuster blog post. 
However, as stated by Captain (2011) “Anonymous spread the word vigorously, using 
Twitter, blogs, Internet Relay Chat (or IRC, their preferred discussion forum) and eventually 
YouTube videos.”  (Captain, S. 2011), thus emphasizing the relevance and importance of 
  
social media networking sites to encourage participation in protest action, whether they are 
online or offline. Conversely, user commentary posted in response to the Anonymous video 
posted on YouTube, dated August 23 2011 shows evidence of user engagement and 
encouragement, Internet user ThanatosPhoenix posted. “[t]hey started Occupy Wall Street? 
Good job, Anonymous!”. (ThanatosPhoenix. 2011) Further user commentary exemplifies the 
encouragement for involvement and participation, even going as far as to relate themselves 
directly with the Occupation Movement.  
Hello Wall Street, we are the people, we are the 99%. We're known as many 
names such as the Anonymous, The Truth Seekers, the Oath Keepers, We Are 
Change, The Keiser Report, Short Change, The Young Turks, Russia Today, 
The Zeitgeist Movement, The Venus Project. In other words we have more 
names than God and the Devil combined. However, we are the 99% who 
disproves the actions and attitudes of the 1%. We will not forgive! We will not 
forget! We will not give up! We will win! (Zyrski, P. 2011) 
 
At this stage of data analysis it is suffice to acknowledge that the presence of an anonymous 
individual, or group as fashioned by the hackivist group Anonymous, a collective agency or 
structure had begun encouraging individuals to engage in not only the online protest action 
but also the offline manifestation of such. Further online user commentary on the 23 August 
2011 YouTube video post by Anonymous illustrates this clearly, “i will join you.” (Yahya 
Khalaf. 2011). In addition to this, the international community became interested and 
encouraged to participate. One German internet user clearly states their dissatisfaction with 
the idea of the Occupation Movement not taking place in their country, “fuck why am I 
german” (LelouchMeta. 2011), which was then answered by Bloodmane1987 who stated, 
”I'm german too... where is the problem? join us! Everyone can! we need to be expected 
everywhere! Gibt doch genug Seiten.. wenn du mal Anonymous googlest.” (Bloodmane1987. 
2011) 
  
It is evidenced to the researcher that through these channels of online communication 
and involvement that the onset of the international occupation movement was then initiated. 
Back in the United States of America the sentiment of offline protest action continued, 
however marred by the fact that the offline protest action was initially proposed to take place 
in New York City, “Sucks I live in LA so I wont do the protest fuck” (DJMetalHead98. 
2011). However, further user commentary illustrates to the researcher that the Occupation 
Movement was indeed inciting participation from individuals in their respective cities and 
towns as evidenced in the user commentary by Anonpartition, “Do research. They are having 
occupations on San fran also. Why can't yo peeps just organize one for your city?” 
(Anonpartition. 2011) 
It is thus argued that through these comments that the online Occupation Movement 
became an offline protest, with users from the USA and the international community 
becoming involved and adamant to partake and in some cases create their own Occupation 
Movement in their own respective countries. It must be noted that this movement or protest 
action has been manned by a group collective, a structure of agents for change, instigated by 
a leaderless collective, an agency for social change. As one YouTube user commented,  
[T]there is no leadership no hierarchy there is not enough space in prisons to 
hold us we are 99% the 99% there will come up when you will ask for us to 
save you and unlike Christ we are not merciful we do not forgive we do not 
forget we are legion the corrupt fear us the honest support us the heroic join us 
expect us. (Gamespider10567. 2011)  
 
Further user commentary on the video posted by Anonymous on YouTube expounds this 
trajectory further. Adding to the voice of the 99%, victims of the 9 September 2001 terrorist 
attacks in America put their voices out, relating to the sentiment of others who feel 
disillusioned by the ruling government or those in power to make a change.  
  
I will stand by the side of Anonymous if they follow through with this. I live 
in NYC and I am a 9/11 1st responder who was turned down for SSI and 
Compensation. I feel the system has spit in my face because I was diagnosed 
with Sarcoidosis of the lungs and they aren't raising a finger to help. I ask if 
any Anon reads this to expect a new ally to stand by your side and to have it 
known by all Anons to EXPECT ME...I DO NOT FORGIVE AND I 
CERTAINLY WILL NOT FORGET HOW THE SYSTEM HAS TREATED 
ME. (engineofthesun. 2011) 
 
As eluded to previously in this chapter this call for action was soon taken up by the 
international community as well and is evident in further user commentary on the Anonymous 
YouTube video, internet user RandomThoughtMachine posted the following comment, 
cementing the idea to create a local version of the Occupation Movmenet in New Zealand, 
“Looking for people to join anonymous New Zealand FB page, link in my channel.” 
(RandomThoughtMachine. 2011) 
Here it is further evidenced that individuals from different countries began relating to 
the cause and clearly defined their stance on creating this awareness, influenced by a rhetoric 
that was surmisely initiated by an anthropomorphic presence. Further abroad citizens of other 
international countries began initiating their own Occupation Movements as evidenced in the 
below stream.  
theplextm  
I want to join, but im not in USA .. Im from czech republic ..”Yet others showed unity 
and support in their posts,  
Sana OnyMous  
I wish i was in the states, so i could take part. 
  
 TheInfidel88  
i wish i would be there too, i will wait to take my part in uk and the rest of the eu, 
(YouTube. 2011) 
The August 23rd video as outlined above did not amass much offline protest action on the 
prescribed day, September 17, “In reality, 700 activists, at most, assembled in Bowling Green 
Park near Wall Street.” (Captain, S. 2011). It did however inspire the physical manifestation 
of cyber-activist movement which was arguably taken up by many ‘citizens of the internet’. 
As the months progressed however, there was a noticeable surge of protestors converging on 
the grassy park in the Wall Street District, amounting to estimates of tens of thousands during 
rallies. Supporting this claim and furthering the argument that the usage of the internet as a 
vehicle for advocacy through cyber activism is evident in the fact that if one should search 
the term ‘occupy wall street’ on the YouTube search tab the search yields 220, 000 pages 
containing 20 videos per page. (YouTube. 2011) 
Another YouTube video posted by Anonymous on 2 October 2011 announced “[…] 
[w]e declare our war against the New York Stock Exchange…On October 10th, NYSE shall 
be erased from the Internet.” (Anonymous. 2011)This video attracted more than just media 
interest, or inquisition of the cyber-activists, The United States Department of Homeland 
Security was alert, below is an extract of the Top Stories in the organizations newsletter, 
which clearly stated that Anonymous intends to bring down the New York Stock Exchange 
and as such should be regarded as a terrorist threat.   
  
 
(Captain, S. 2011) 
 By this stage the Occupation Movement clearly had garnered support and awareness from 
internet users and citizens of America and also grabbed the interest of American security 
organizations. Shortly after this newsletter was circulated by The United States Department 
of Homeland Security, the Federal Bureau of Investigations, or FBI, began their investigation 
into the legitimacy of the internet group Anonymous. The investigation is still ongoing. 
However, it is evidenced to the researcher that through the posting of video clips on YouTube 
the anthropomorphic group Anonymous had created awareness and instilled an ideology in 
internet users to take up their cause. The presence of the hackivist group calling for online 
action had by now ruffled the feathers of security officials and had garnered support from the 
public and other internet users both locally in the United States, as well as further abroad. As 
this ideology was broadcast in various forms to the public, users become more aware of the 
presence of internet groups calling for action and thus had been influenced, to a degree, by 
their online presence. 
At this stage it may be plausible to agree with the sentiment expressed by Biocca and 
Harms in their ascertain that “[s]ocial presence is not just sense of the other, but it is very 
much a sense of the others of “me.”.” (Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2002) In the context of the 
Occupation Movements world-wide this sense of “others of “me”’ is evidenced in the user 
  
commentary assigned to the numerous Facebook pages as well as the video footage uploaded 
on YouTube. Biocca and Harms further asserts that this, “[m]ediated environment presents an 
odd case of this simple sensory fact. For example, an individual may easily be aware of 
another in mediated environments, but the other may or may not be as aware of the observer.” 
(Biocca, F., & Harms, C. 2002) This is indicative within the Occupation Movements as the 
individual users may have felt a sense of vindication by viewing other online user comments, 
thus being aware of each other as both participants in the created virtual environment as well 
as observers. 
By this stage internet hackivist group Anonymous had generated mass interest from 
online and offline community members and the created more media coverage for the Occupy 
Wall Street Movement. According to Captain (2011), Anonymous never really did much in 
regards to the occupation movements expect for publicize it. “To this day, the real role of 
anonymous is the same as it has been from the beginning: Publicize the Occupy Wall Street 
protests as much as possible.” (Captain, S. 2011). It is thus argued that this form of 
publicizing through the internet and specifically social networking sites, namely YouTube and 
other internet posts and content encouraged people who had been affected by the economic 
and political turmoil experienced in America and subsequently world-wide to peacefully 
gather and protest against the 1%, defined as the powerful elite, yielding control over the 
99%.  
As the awareness grew around the world several hundred Facebook pages were created to 
encourage people from all countries to participate. The Occupy Wall Street movement 
created their own Facebook page which reads the following, 
 
  
Occupy Wall Street  
Cause 
Occupy Wall Street 
 
About 
Occupy Wall Street 
 
Mission 
To end corporate corruption of our governments and our lives. 
 
Description 
The Occupy Wall Street Movement is a global phenomena inspired by the Arab Spring. 
 
General information 
This page is not affiliated with any organization or general assembly. It serves as one of 
several Facebook forums for operations on Wall Street. It was created in solidarity with the 
Occupy Wall Street protest and MOVEMENT in Liberty Plaza on September 19th, 2011.  
(Facebook, Occupy Wall Street. 2011.) 
 
Furthermore it must be noted for the purpose of this research that the Occupation Movement, 
initiated by occupywallst.org represented a group of individuals and organizations which 
heralded the ideology of freedom of speech and freedom to access of information, 
intentionally making all their materials and original content available and accessible to the 
masses, thereby cementing the idea of social advocacy through internet technology as 
evidenced on their webpage,  
 
“Occupy Wall Street is committed to “making technologies, knowledge, and 
culture open to all to freely access, create, modify, and distribute.” In that 
spirit, we welcome journalists, activists, educators and others to make free use 
of all original content authored by OccupyWallSt.org. ((Facebook, Occupy 
Wall Street. 2011.) 
 
By stating this on their official webpage it became easier for other individuals to take up the 
cause and create their own version of the occupation movement in their respective countries.   
  
It therefore may be debated that the growing presence of digital advocacy, also known 
as “cyber-activism” or “e-activism” (Amin, 2010), has created a sense of similar, if not 
greater affects, possibly world-wide. Thus, cyber-culture may be seen at the forefront of such 
advocacy. Jones and Holmes (2011) define cyber-culture as, “a popular movement that 
rebuffs traditional media.” As such, “cyber-culture is heralded as an emancipation from 
broadcasting and [also contributes to] the rise of interactivity with electronic media” 
(Holmes, D., & Jones, P. 2011). This is clearly evident in the above quote from the 
occupywallst.org webpage where the organizers specifically state that access to all the 
relevant material and content thereof is freely available thereby garner further support or 
interest in the online activism and offline protest action. 
It is arguably through this freely accessible information that other internet users and 
the broader international community took up the call for action. Further abroad other 
individuals and organizations from various international countries began their own Facebook 
pages dedicated to the occupation movement, using web content gathered from organizations 
such as occupywallst.org. Closer to home, in South Africa Occupy South Africa - Operation 
uBuntu, was setup on Facebook. Their mandate, or mission has been clearly summed up on 
their Facebook page,  
Operation UBuntu is a leaderless resistance movement with people of many 
colours, genders, sexual orientations, religious and spiritual beliefs and 
political persuasions. The one thing we all have in common is that We Are 
The 99% that will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of the 1% [...] it 
is up to us as ONE (Vick, C. 2011).  
 
In South Africa the Occupy JSE movement gained speed and support from not only 
anonymous individuals who setup the Occupy South Africa - Operation uBuntu but also from 
avid bloggers who started their own forums calling for action to be taken as a collective. One 
such forum, Doug’s Blog, posted the following statement issued by non-politically connected 
  
and self-funding organization the Democratic Left Front (www.democraticleft.za.net). 
Starting at Wall Street and now spreading all over the world, people are rising 
up in their numbers to voice their opposition and protest against the wealthy 
elites and government representatives looting the world and creating ever 
more difficult situations for the world’s people to live in. It is time to rise up 
and protest against corporate greed, inequality and the need for transformative 
alternatives like climate jobs! An occupation will begin this Saturday at the 
Johannesburg Stock Exchange in Sandton to show our people’s power and 
demand alternatives that benefit people and planet. Spread this call far and 
wide and mobilise against inequality and greed, and for people’s 
alternatives! (Dougs Blog. 2011) 
 
It must be important to note that although the call had been made in South Africa for 
members of the public to stand together to fight the scourge of political power over economic 
freedom and equality through forums and blogs as evidenced above, there was a lack of 
media interest in the initiative. Subsequently the initiative was taken to Facebook in the hope 
of garnering further support in the cause, as detailed by Daily Maverick journalist, Chris Vick 
in an opinion column dated 12 October 2011 which read,     
 
As a result of the media neglect, Facebook is the place we organise and meet – 
although the response so far has been a bit disconcerting: only 160 of South 
Africa’s 4.6 million Facebook followers have “liked” the page. While 181 
have said they “may” be attending (I guess it depends on the rugby), 337 have 
said they’re definitely not coming. But there’s still three more days to 
mobilise, comrades… 
(Vick, C. 2011) 
 
User commentary from this online article garnered further support for the cause,  
Well, I joined too and think I will actually go as well. […] I'm really just 
going to meet some interesting people and hopefully raise awareness among 
South African about economical issues that affect us all. You are foolish for 
dismissing the movement so prematurely, time will tell. Rather then mock and 
make fun of, it would be better to come and take part in the discussions and 
have your say. (Matthys Kroon. 2011)   
 
  
These members of the online community in South Africa clearly showed their support for the 
movement. The online activism, or cyber activism is evident in the above posts, however the 
physical manifestation of the call for offline protest did not show as much support. 
 
In total, over two days, Occupy JSE could boast fewer than 150 participants, 
and that mostly crammed into five hours; the "occupation" never made it past 
sunset on Sunday, despite the several weeks that had been talked about before 
the start. Attendees on Sunday were outnumbered on the streets of Sandton by 
tourists wandering the streets. (de Wet, P. 2011) 
 
 
Although the actual Occupy JSE event in Johannesburg, South Africa did not garner the same 
mass support as its American counterpart, namely Occupy Wall Street in New York City, 
New York, it is evident through this data collection and analysis thereof that the Occupation 
Movement, originally created as a cyber-activist initiative by Adbuster and propelled into a 
physical manifestation by Anonymous through their video posting on YouTube had indeed 
influenced or at least created the awareness of the disproportionate economic inequalities in 
South Africa, propelled by capitalistic and neo liberal ideologies.    
It is thus evidenced that the Occupation Movement had developed a ‘trickling down 
effect’ whereby the initial call to occupy Wall Street had garnered support globally and the 
movement was thus initiated in other counties, such as South Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
CHAPTER FIVE: 
 
Conclusion and Findings 
 
 
This research treatise has examined the role of social media in instigating mass protest action 
by investigating the degree in which the cyber activist led Occupation Movement manifested 
into offline protest action. The events in question, namely Occupy Wall Street and Occupy 
JSE have been analyzed according to the primary theory of Social Presence and its effect on 
individuals behaviour through relation to each other, or ‘others of me’ by participating in this 
cause as a unified structure fighting for social change.  
The events leading up to the physical manifestation of the internet initiated cyber 
activism has been examined by investigating the role of social media networks in the 
Occupation Movement of September and October 2011 in New York City, New York and 
Johannesburg South Africa respectively. By employing a detailed content analysis of primary 
sources from social media outlets as well as examining a cross-section of secondary source 
accounts from the mainstream media and academic journals the data analyzed suggests that 
the Occupation Movement was incited through the use of social media networks such as 
YouTube and Facebook.  
Although it is clear that there is a range of opinion as to how influential social media 
was in generating social mobilization in the Occupation Movement, it has been argued in this 
paper that its main roles were in providing an organisational infrastructure, as a form of 
alternative press, and as generating awareness both domestically and internationally of the 
ongoing revolutionary ideology. Further opinion suggests that the use of social media in 
engendering social cohesion as a collective for social activism is evidenced in the Occupation 
Movement, furthermore the existence of an omnipresent agency of social actors in the realm 
of social media has lent itself to be a unifying element in orchestrating the offline protests as 
a manifestation of the cyber-activism rhetoric of social change.     
  
By analysing the way in which cyber activists utilized the tools of social media through 
established theories of communication and social presence through the use of the internet, 
one can deduce how the inherent characteristics of social media and the internet were able to 
foster the necessary requirements for collective action.  
However, despite its success in organizing the occupation movements, it would seem 
from the Occupy South Africa movement that social media has been less useful in translating 
the needs and demands of protesters into political reality. It has been argued by some that the 
use of social media within the South African context had not garnered the necessary support 
from the relevant stakeholders as these individuals were unable to access the calls for action 
due to their lack of internet accessibility. The use of social media networks such as YouTube 
and Facebook in the South African context is said to be for the social elite or economically 
astute. This hypothesis suggested by the researcher does lend itself to further analysis and 
investigation and should be considered for further research in to the matter at hand. In lieu of 
this hypothesis it should be noted on the part of the researcher that the calls for protest action 
in the South African context may have been more effective through the use of mainstream 
media outlets. As Evgeny Morozov points out,  
 
[T]he challenge of anyone analyzing how the Internet may affect the overall 
effectiveness of political activism, is first, to determine the kind of qualities 
and activities that are essential to the success of the democratic struggle in a 
particular country or context and second, to understand how a particular 
medium of campaigning or facilitating collective action affects those qualities 
and activities. (Morozov, E. 2011) 
 
The use of social media networks as vehicles for instigating change and ultimately creating 
awareness leading to participation in the Occupation Movements internationally, specifically 
in the American context has shown to be much more effective. With due consideration to the 
use and success of social media being utilized in the events leading up to and during the Arab 
  
Spring revolutions in Northern Africa and the Middle East, one can reason that the idea of 
using social media as a vehicle for change is effective. This form of political rallying through 
the use of unmediated structures by agents for social change by means of social media 
networks can therefore be argued to be more effective than mainstream media. Effectively,   
 
The creators of social media that have been eulogized as the vehicle of 
instigating mass protest action on a global scale, evidenced in the Arab Spring 
revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia are given attention by the mainstream media, 
and treated as experts in the field. (Storck, M. 2012) 
 
 
It is relevant to note that the through any form of analysis of social media networking 
practices and its importance or role in instigating social change through cyber activism that 
there are always individuals represented through agents for change who decide that social 
change needs to happen. These individuals, even those who present themselves anonymously 
through various internet and social media channels have a willing desire to make a change, 
who refuse to tolerate the inequalities of their respective ruling governments and will 
therefore take the risk to voice their concerns, to partake in online activism, “to take on the 
risk of imprisonment, torture or death to stand up to the powers that be and publicly voice 
their dissent.” (Storck, M. 2012)  
Even though the creators or founders of Facebook and YouTube arguably did not 
intentionally create or provide products through social media platforms with the intent of 
starting revolutions or creating social awareness of inequality and disparity especially in the 
economic furore caused by the 2010/2011 world recession opinions are that they may feel 
that they have played a role in the disseminating of the materials, readings and other mediums 
to provide a process to use these internet technologies as vehicles to propagate ideas and 
intentions to mobilize the public into action, whether online or offline. The online 
proliferation of the necessary information with regard to the Occupation Movement had been 
  
broadcast through the use of social media as such that the offline manifestation of the cause 
debatably instigated by internet groups such as Anonymous which began in the minds and 
imaginations of those driving them. Ordinary citizens of the world thus chose these tools and 
these mediums of communication, whether on Facebook, YouTube, blogs, online columns 
and user commentary of such, to strengthen the ideology of the Occupation Movement. The 
will of the people have thus been heard and strengthens as more people make use of social 
media sites and the internet to inform as well as educate themselves and others and inspire 
those who are willing and able to stand up and fight for a cause, united as one. 
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